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St. Mary’s University puts its all into
Pope Francis’ environmental action plan

a

Photo by Bria Woods

Catholic ArtWay unveiled
The Rev. John Thompson, S.M., Ed.D., Vice President for
Mission, takes in the latest campus art project. In April, the
St. Mary’s University community unveiled and blessed the
Catholic ArtWay. Students in the Fall 2021 Color Theory class
painted images reflecting contemporary biblical imagery for
a mural that now graces the entrance of
the Office of University Ministry located in
the Center for Life Directions.
Use the QR code to view a video of Thompson
discussing the mural.
b
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Page 14. Photo by Josh Huskin.
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PRESIDENT’S MESSAGE

Gold and Blue
Go Green
by Thomas M. Mengler, J.D., St. Mary’s University President

W

Photo by Josh Huskin

hen you reflect on your time at St. Mary’s
University, an image of a Marianist brother
who had lasting impact on your life may come
to mind. Or maybe it’s your favorite lay professor, a lifelong
friendship you made at St. Mary’s, or even Rattler Man.
It’s natural also to picture our school colors — gold and
blue. They are lyrics in our Alma Mater, The Bells of
St. Mary’s. And Gold & Blue (polite reminder here — not
Blue and Gold) is the name of the University magazine
you are reading right now.

Remembering back even further in time to grade school,
we learned that when you combine yellow and blue paint,
you get green. You are going to see quite a bit of green in
this issue of Gold & Blue as we explore our commitment
to Pope Francis’ call in his 2015 Encyclical Laudato Si’ to
care for our common home, Earth, and our neighbors
around the globe.
About a year ago, St. Mary’s University formally
committed to participate in Francis’ seven-year journey
toward integral ecology. This past spring, the St. Mary’s
University community gathered together in the Quad
on Earth Day to begin the journey of fulfilling that
commitment to become a Laudato Si’ university.
We are on a long and critical trek, which Francis has
called all people of faith to join. In the coming year, our
community will develop a Laudato Si’ Action Plan to boldly
advance each of the seven Laudato Si’ goals. In so doing,
St. Mary’s University will play an admittedly small but
important role in advancing Francis’ goals, which include
responding to the cry of the Earth and the cry of the poor,
grounded in Christ’s message to care for our neighbors,
especially the most vulnerable among us.
Join us in learning more about Francis’ encyclical and
these distinctive goals by reading the cover story starting
on Page 14. Join St. Mary’s University’s commitment
to answer the Pope’s call and join together with our
students, faculty, staff, alumni and neighbors as we care
for our common home.
And I invite you also to pray as Francis did in
Laudato Si’:
God of Love, show us our place in this world
As channels of your love
For all the creatures of this Earth,
For not one of them is forgotten
In your sight. ■
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CAMPUS NEWS
Ellis takes on leadership of St. Mary’s
Board of Trustees

Federal funding spurs Family Life
Center renovation

St. Mary’s University has welcomed
Lynda Ellis (B.A.S. ’81) as the new Chair of
the Board of Trustees.
“St. Mary’s is a special university that
puts our students first,” said Ellis, who is also
CEO and owner of Capitol Concierge, which
is based near Washington, D.C.
In 2018, Ellis founded a scholarship
awarded to a female business student entering
her senior year and an award recognizing
an alumna or female member of the local
business community. Ellis has served as a
St. Mary’s Trustee since 2017.
Brother Thomas “Tom” Giardino, S.M.,
executive director of the Association of
Marianist Universities; and John Vaught
(J.D. ’78), retired senior counsel of Wheeler
Trigg O’ Donnell, LLP, began serving as
Vice Chairs of the board.
Three new trustees have also joined
the board:
• Joseph Ojile, M.D. (B.A. ’80),
president of Caduceus Corporation and
founder and CEO of Clayton
Sleep Institute
• Sandra Nannini (M.A. ’07), retired
senior vice president of Branch
Banking Business Initiatives for
Wells Fargo Bank
• Joe Louis Vela Jr. (B.A.M. ’06),
Alumni Association representative,
owner of the Vela Group, Inc.

The St. Mary’s University Family Life
Center, a mental health clinic and classroom
serving the West Side of San Antonio, will
receive a much-needed renovation with the
help of an $875,000 federal grant secured
with the assistance of Congressman
Joaquin Castro.
The Family Life Center, built in 1958 as
the residence of a religious order and
located north of the main campus at 251
W. Ligustrum Drive, is now the University’s
home for training counselors and therapists
for professional practice. The renovation
will encompass updating technology
infrastructure for teletherapy, classrooms,
patient therapy rooms, faculty offices, patient
areas and security.

St. Mary’s creates scholarship fund in
memory of Uvalde victim
The St. Mary’s University community
was heartbroken over the tragic massacre
in Uvalde at Robb Elementary School.
One of the students killed was 10-year-old
Alexandria “Lexi” A. Rubio, daughter of
St. Mary’s University Public History student
Kimberly Mata-Rubio. Lexi Rubio previously
shared with her parents that she hoped to
attend the St. Mary’s School of Law and
dreamed of becoming a lawyer.
At the urging of alumni, the University
created the Alexandria “Lexi” A. Rubio
Memorial Law Scholarship Fund. This fund
will provide scholarships to law students
who exemplify the spirit of Lexi Rubio’s
intellectual curiosity, resilience and deep
commitment to family values. To donate,
visit bit.ly/rubio-scholarship.
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New dean
appointed to the
College of Arts,
Humanities and
Social Sciences
Following a
national search,
St. Mary’s University
named Nancy
Nancy LaGreca
LaGreca, Ph.D., as
the dean of the College of Arts, Humanities
and Social Sciences. LaGreca was previously
a Professor of Latin American Literature and
Culture at the University of Oklahoma in
Norman. Her appointment as dean
began June 1.
“She is drawn to the Marianist mission
to cultivate education in faith, empathy
and civic duty in all areas of the student
experience,” said St. Mary’s President
Thomas M. Mengler, J.D.
LaGreca said she values St. Mary’s
University’s status as a Hispanic-Serving
Institution.
“I plan to continue and expand initiatives
that celebrate the student body’s diverse
Latin American heritages,” she said.

St. Mary’s University receives
more than $4.5 million from the
Marianist Fund
The Marianist Fund for St. Mary’s
University gave the institution more than
$4.5 million to support key priorities of the
University’s largest-ever fundraising effort
called The Defining Moment Comprehensive
Campaign. The University celebrated the

conclusion of the campaign in March, raising
a total of $165 million. The Marianist gifts
support students pursuing higher education
in the Catholic and Marianist traditions.
“The Marianists have guided the
educational journeys of generations of
St. Mary’s University students since the
institution’s founding in 1852,” said
St. Mary’s President Thomas M. Mengler,
J.D. “These most recent gifts of the Marianist
Fund for St. Mary’s University continue
that tradition of faith-filled leadership as
our campus and its community continue to
adapt and change. For these donations
and for the work of the Marianists who
further our educational mission, we are
incredibly grateful.”

University Alumni Association honored
distinguished alumni
The St. Mary’s University Alumni
Association recognized three alumni during
their annual Distinguished Alumni Dinner
in March.
Wendy H. Kowalik (B.B.A. ’94),
president and founder of Predico Partners,
LLC; Louis S. Lecocke Jr. (B.B.A. ’72),
general manager of Fratello’s Restaurants;
and Tom L. Stringfellow (M.A. ’89),
chief investment strategist at Argent Trust
Company, were honored.
The Distinguished Alumni Awards
are given anually to individuals selected
by the Alumni Association’s Awards and
Recognition Committee.

$1.15 million USAA grant supports
STEM studies
St. Mary’s University has received a
$1.15 million grant funding the USAA
Gateway to Graduation scholarship for
Hispanic and Black students majoring in
Science, Technology, Engineering and
Math (STEM). This grant is part of USAA’s
continued focus on advancing diversity,
equity and inclusion — specifically focusing
on education — and will help to foster a
pipeline in San Antonio of Hispanic and
Black professionals in these critical fields.
St. Mary’s alumni who work at USAA
were also slated to discuss student internships
and more during USAA Day at StMU on
Sept. 7, organized by the St. Mary’s Career
and Professional Development Center.

Back-to-School Reads

Snuggle up with books by St. Mary’s authors

St. Mary’s celebrates a degree 70 years
in the making

Pandemic Preaching

When St. Mary’s University President
Thomas M. Mengler, J.D., handed Charles
Anderson his degree at the University’s
Commencement in May, everyone in the
filled-to-capacity Alumni Athletics &
Convocation Center stood, applauding the
historic moment and Anderson’s life-long
accomplishment.
For Anderson, now in his late 80s, the
Doctor of Commerce, honoris causa, was
more than just another milestone in a life full
of accomplishments. Instead, as Mengler
told the audience, this moment was
something Anderson had been told would
happen “later.”
Anderson was the first African American
accepted to study at St. Mary’s but was not
initially allowed to enroll because of the
racial climate at the time.
“I am sure that no one, including you,
thought ‘later’ meant 70 years later,” said
Mengler, acknowledging Anderson’s prior
treatment and rectifying the University’s
missed opportunity to include Anderson in
the ranks of its honored graduates sooner.
Despite the wait, Anderson said his
life has been blessed by God and his family,
calling the moment he finally received a
degree from St. Mary’s immeasurable
and fulfilling.
“This is more than just an honor for me,
but an honor for my family,” Anderson said.

The Rev. David H. Garcia (B.A. ’71)

WIPF and Stock Publishers, 2021
Garcia initially turned down the idea of
writing after retiring in 2019, but then ended
up writing 60 new homilies between March
2020 and March 2021. Each focuses on
pandemic living and reflects on Scripture.

City Lights From the Upside Down
Alex Z. Salinas (B.A. ’11, M.A. ’19)

San Antonio Review Press, 2021
Following two poetry collections, Salinas’
new collection of short stories offers readers
a range of tales from revenge-filled siblings
to strange encounters in coffee shops with
the action happening in South Texas and, at
times, in outer space.

Mexican American Civil Rights
in Texas
Edited by Robert Brischetto (B.A. ’65)
with contributions by Professor Emeritus of
Political Science Henry Flores, Ph.D. (B.A.
’74); retired School of Law Professor Lee
Teran, J.D.; and Rebecca Flores (B.A. ’70)
Michigan State University Press, 2021
The work explores changes for Mexican
Americans in areas from voting rights to
education, employment to criminal justice.

Visit www.stmarytx.edu/charles-anderson
to read more.

Pace’s Post: Ramblings of Wisdom
from a Middle-Aged Doc
Victor M. Pace, M.D. (B.S. ’87)

Gatekeeper Press, 2021
With almost 30 years of medical practice,
Pace writes about his experiences bringing
new ideas to those looking to enrich their soul,
body and mind.
Photo by Robin Jerstad

Horizons of Joy: Poetic Thresholds
for Winter

Charles Anderson, left, celebrates his honorary
degree with President Thomas M. Mengler during
the Spring 2022 Commencement.

Mary Lynne Gasaway Hill, Ph.D. (B.A. ’86,
M.A. ’90, M.A. ’91), Professor of English
Literature and Language
For more books, visit
www.stmarytx.edu/
reads-2022.

River Lily Press, 2021
This winter-themed poetry collection not
only explores feelings and words associated
with the season, but also revisits ties with
death and rebirth.
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ATTEND
Make plans to attend a St. Mary’s event
Oct. 1, Oysters and Pearls Scholarship Gala
Oct. 22, StMU 5K for the Neighborhood
Oct. 27, 70th Annual Red Mass
Nov. 17, Alumni Turkey Fry
Nov. 30, Christmas Tree Lighting and Alumni
Christmas Social
November to December, Miracle on 36th Street
Food and Toy Drive
Throughout the year, Center for Catholic Studies'
various lectures
Visit stmarytx.edu/events to see
campus happenings!

Your post-graduation guide
to being a lifelong Rattler
by Miki Jocelyn Hodgson

Connect

Follow
@StMarysU on

For more official
St. Mary’s accounts,
visit stmarytx.edu/
social-media.

Meet area
Rattlers

Keep us up
to date

Connect with a local
alumni chapter. Find
your chapter at
alumni.stmarytx.edu/
alumni-chapters.

Visit alumni.stmarytx.
edu/update-my-info to
share your latest contact
information.

Perks are part of your
alumni status
• Lifelong access to the

update

gather

enjoy

Career and Professional
Development Center

• 10% discount at Barnes
& Noble at St. Mary’s
University Bookstore

• Annual invitations

to alumni and campus events

• Discounts to Rattler
Athletics events

GIVE

Investment in
tomorrow’s leaders
Pay it forward to the next
generation of Rattlers
by giving to scholarships
— such as the new
Alexandria “Lexi” A.
Rubio Memorial Law
Scholarship Fund for
future law students — or
other programs key to
providing an exceptional
Catholic Marianist
education. Visit alumni.
stmarytx.edu/give-now.

• Discounts on Recreation
Facilities membership

JOIN
Join the 1852 Club

Offer career coaching

The club which honors
individuals who create
recurring monthly or
quarterly gifts of $18.52
or more. More info at
alumni.stmarytx.edu/
1852-club.

Volunteer to respond to students’
career-related questions about résumé
writing, interviews and career success.
Visit careercenter.stmarytx.edu for
more information.

ENGAGE
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Alumnus transitions from military law to the business world
by Nathaniel Miller
Texas Risk Management Board, which was
a recent six-year appointment by Gov.
Greg Abbott. On the Risk Management
Board, Brown will help guide agencies in
reducing and controlling risk efficiently and
cost-effectively.
Brown’s family raised him to give back
to his community.
“I come from a family of faith. I was
taught that to whom much is given,
much will be required,” Brown said.
“Volunteering in the community helps
promote and build our social obligations
to our fellow citizens, our country
and humanity.”
Believing in the St. Mary’s reputation,
Brown recommended the School of Law to
his niece, Tanisha Taylor (J.D. ’20).
“This is a university that provides
opportunities for generations of students
to put them in a position to serve their
community, this country and to advance
their careers,” Brown said. ■

Photo by Robin Jerstad

Now a retired lieutenant colonel after
more than 20 years of military service,
Brown said serving his country was an
honor and expressed gratitude toward
his MBA classmates for keeping in
contact with him despite his break from
the program.
“They didn’t forget about me and, even
though I wasn’t with them, we stayed
close,” he said. “Some of my co-workers
now at USAA were part of my cohort. We
have a tremendous working relationship
because of our relationship from
St. Mary’s.”
Jeremy Grace, Director of the Master of
Business Programs, said it was an honor to
have an individual like Brown earning an
MBA at St. Mary’s.
“William’s exceptional character and
diverse life experiences added an important
voice and perspective to in-class discussions
and group projects,” Grace said. “I am
amazed at all he has been able to achieve in
his lifetime of service.”
Brown serves on the governing board of
directors for the Make-A-Wish Foundation
of Central and South Texas and on the

Photo by Robin Jerstad

W

hen serving in the United States
Army, William Brown, J.D.
(M.B.A. ’20), regularly packed up
and went wherever needed.
Brown, a regulatory relations attorney
at USAA’s Chief Legal Office, previously
served with the Army in Afghanistan, Iraq
and elsewhere around the globe. When
he received another call to service in 2017
in the middle of the Greehey School of
Business MBA at St. Mary’s University,
Brown took it in stride.
Instead of joining his MBA cohort on
their international field study in Spain,
Brown headed to the Pentagon to serve as a
senior attorney for national security law for
the Judge Advocate General’s Corps.
In 2018, he returned to Joint Base San
Antonio-Fort Sam Houston as a deputy
staff judge advocate and to St. Mary’s to
finish his MBA. He previously received an
undergraduate degree in human resources
management from Vanderbilt University, a
J.D. from Saint Louis University School of
Law and a Master of Laws from the U.S.
Army Judge Advocate General’s Legal
Center and School.

7

Biology alumna appointed to presidential scientific committee
by Brooke Blanton Leith

W

hen Erika Gonzalez, M.D. (B.S. ’98), learned
she had been chosen to sit on the President’s
Committee on the National Medal of Science,
she was in disbelief.
“There was a lot of excitement, and then part of you is
like, ‘How is this happening? Did they make a mistake?’”
Gonzalez said. “But I’ve never been one not to try. This
was a unique opportunity that I don’t think will come
around often.”
As a committee member, Gonzalez and her 11
counterparts — all scientists from diverse fields — are
tasked with presenting to President Joe Biden their selection
for who should receive the National Medal of Science, the
highest honor anyone in the sciences in the United States
can receive.
For Gonzalez, this opportunity is even more remarkable
considering the nation is on the heels of a global pandemic
that required reliance on scientists to find vaccines
and treatments.
“Now more than ever is the time to really acknowledge
the accomplishments that COVID-19 researchers have
made, especially since they were key to ensuring that we
got to where we’re at right now,” she said. “I’m in awe of
these scientists.”
Gonzalez was selected for the committee because of her
accomplishments in health care. Gonzalez is the president
and CEO of South Texas Allergy & Asthma Medical
Professionals. She also served 10 years as a medical officer
in the U.S. Air Force, reaching the rank of major, and has
served on several San Antonio nonprofit boards.
“Allergy and immunology are very much like an
investigation,” she said. “Someone is telling you they’re
allergic to something, and you have to be a sleuth and figure
out what it is. It’s extremely fun for me.”
Additionally, the San Antonio native founded Con
Corazón, which addresses health inequity in underprivileged
communities, and is a board member for Central Catholic
High School and Latino Victory, an organization dedicated
to building political power in the Latino community.
Gonzalez’s role as an executive committee member for
the St. Mary’s University School of Science, Engineering
and Technology Advisory Council has allowed her to keep
up with the advances that St. Mary’s has made in its science,
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technology, engineering and math education since she was
a student. During a tour of the science facilities, Gonzalez
said she was impressed to see the type of equipment at
St. Mary’s that she didn’t experience until medical school or
even residency.
“It’s exciting to see how much St. Mary’s is growing and
how progressive it’s getting,” she said. “These opportunities
are going to be very essential in helping today’s students
reach even further than many of us have.”
As a student, Gonzalez was a member of the Maximizing
Access to Research Careers (MARC) Undergraduate
Student Training in Academic Research (U*STAR)
program, which provides underrepresented students
opportunities to complete biomedical research at universities
across the country. A summer spent studying oncology at
the molecular level at the University of Nebraska opened
her eyes to the field of medical research, which she has
incorporated into her practice.
“Even today, when I’m applying for fellowships, the stuff
that I did in undergrad gives me an edge and has allowed
me to be accepted into some very competitive programs,”
Gonzalez said.
When considering how much she’s accomplished in
the national medical community, Gonzalez credits the
foundation she built at St. Mary’s for her success.
“Our professors always made us feel that anything was
within our reach if we just put in the time and work,” she
said. “They helped build that confidence and those leadership
skills, as well as the solid knowledge base going into
med school.”
MARC U*STAR Program Director and Professor
of Biology Verónica Contreras-Shannon, Ph.D.,
believes St. Mary’s helps students like Gonzalez tap into
their potential.
“No matter what they go on to do, the MARC U*STAR
program really builds student agency and confidence,”
Contreras-Shannon said. “Dr. Gonzalez combined that
opportunity with her potential and took advantage of it.”
Contreras-Shannon hopes her students learn from the
accomplishments of alumnae like Gonzalez.
“When our students look at her, they see someone
who wanted something, went after it and got it,”
Contreras-Shannon said. ■

Dr. Erika Gonzalez embraces her national role on the presidential scientific committee
from her office at South Texas Allergy & Asthma Medical Professionals in San Antonio.

Photo by Sarah Brooke Lyons

“Our professors
always made us feel
that anything was
within our reach if
we just put in the
time and work.”
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Theology alumna recognized globally for humanitarian
work at the border
by Brooke Blanton Leith

B

efore Sister Norma Pimentel (M.A. ’89)
became executive director of Catholic
Charities of the Rio Grande Valley, was
named among TIME’s Most Influential People or
was recognized by Pope Francis for her work with
refugees at the U.S.-Mexico Border, she dreamed
of being an artist.
“I graduated with a Bachelor of Fine Arts,
and my focus was on using the gift of my artistic
talent...,” said Pimentel of her undergraduate
degree from what was then called the University of
Texas-Pan American, “… until the day things
changed completely.”
One evening, while living at home in
Brownsville, Pimentel needed to get out of the
house — tensions were high. She wanted to
continue her art education, but her father expected
her to stay in Brownsville and get married.
She called a friend who said she was going to a
prayer group.

10
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“I wasn’t too excited about going to a prayer
group myself, so I asked, ‘What are you doing
afterward?’” Pimentel said. They were going to a
more exciting prospect afterward — Pizza Hut.
She asked to be picked up after the prayer group.
“My friend said, ‘Norma, you have to come to
the prayer group. We’re not going to go back for
you.’ And that’s when everything changed for me,”
she said.
During that fateful prayer group, Pimentel felt a
significant shift in life direction.
“I cannot describe it in words, but I started to
see life differently,” Pimentel said.
She joined the Missionaries of Jesus and began
her religious formation soon after. The sisters sent
her to St. Mary’s University to earn a Master of
Arts in Theology.
“One of the things I learned from my courses
was that every story, every parable, everything that

“ St. Mary’s became a foundation for me, especially in

Grande Valley’s Citizen of the Year; awarded
Catholic Charities USA’s Martin Luther King
Jr. “Keep the Dream Alive Award;” received the
University of Notre Dame’s Laetare Medal,
which is among the highest honors for an
American Catholic; and accepted the Leadership
Conference of Women Religious Outstanding
Leadership Award.
Earlier this year, when presenting Pimentel
with the Pacem in Terris (Peace on Earth) award on
behalf of the interfaith Pacem in Terris coalition,
Thomas Zinkula, the Bishop of Davenport, Iowa,
said, “Sister Norma, you truly embody the words
of Pope John XXIII as ‘a spark of light, a center of
love, a vivifying leaven’ to your brothers and sisters
around the world.”
In his article for TIME honoring Pimentel as a
2020 Most Influential Person, former San Antonio
mayor and U.S. Secretary of Housing and Urban
Development Julián Castro wrote, “Her boundless
hope and fearless compassion have earned her
the moniker of ‘the Pope’s favorite nun.’ Sister
Pimentel will keep changing the world, one act of
kindness at a time.”
■

Photo by Delcia Lopez

Scripture teaches us, helps me understand people
better,” she said. “St. Mary’s became a foundation
for me, especially in my relationship with others.”
In her humanitarian work along the border,
relationships are paramount. Between meetings
with government officials, prayer vigils and
collaboration with religious groups, Pimentel finds
time to sit and be present with migrants of all ages.
“My heart is with the people. I love to spend
my time finding ways to help,” she said. “There are
many who are not able to enter the United States.
So I go almost daily to the border towns of Mexico
to be part of the response.”
The danger in which these families find
themselves during their search for safety is of
constant concern to Pimentel and her team at
Catholic Charities.
“They don’t have enough water to drink. They
could dehydrate with extreme heat,” she said.
“We’re talking about thousands of people. That
keeps me up at night.”
Pimentel’s courageous work has been
recognized globally. She has been named Rio

“

my relationship with others.

Sister Norma Pimentel greets children at the Humanitarian Respite Center
in McAllen, which welcomes up to 200 refugees and immigrants daily.
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UNDERSTANDING
the mexican
american
experience
New minor and certificate focus on
Mexican American Studies

Photo by Darren Shiverdecker

by Nathaniel Miller

Sierra Salas discusses pursuing her Certificate in Mexican American
Studies with a fellow St. Mary’s University student.
12
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The classes
have inspired
me and given
me more
passion to
serve my
community in
San Antonio.

S

ierra Salas, a senior Political Science major
at St. Mary’s University, knows what she
wants in a career: to serve the people of
San Antonio.
That motivation helped inspire her to pursue
the University’s new undergraduate certificate in
Mexican American Studies along with a Master of
Arts in Public Administration.
Salas said it’s important to know your public
to serve your public. As a Hispanic-Serving
Institution (HSI) in a city with a majority of its
population identifying as Hispanic, St. Mary’s
recently added an undergraduate certificate and a
minor in Mexican American Studies.  
The 15-hour Undergraduate Certificate and
the 18-hour Minor in Mexican American Studies
launched in Fall 2021 and offer the opportunity
to learn more about Mexican American history,
culture and politics.
“The classes have inspired me and given me
more passion to serve my community in San
Antonio,” Salas said. “They’ve played such an
important part in making me realize just how big
of a role Mexican Americans played in forming
this country.”
In San Antonio, 64.2% of residents identify
solely as Hispanic, according to numbers from
the 2020 U.S. Census. In Texas, 39% of residents
identify as Hispanic, and about 60 million people
in the United States identify as Hispanic.
Professor of Political Science Arturo Vega,
Ph.D. (B.A. ’81, M.A. ’83), said the purpose
of both the minor and the certificate is to help
not just Mexican American students understand
their heritage, but also to help students of other
backgrounds gain insight into Mexican
American culture.
“If you want to work in San Antonio, if you
want to work in this community, if you want to
work in Texas, you need to know something about
this population,” Vega said.
As a Mexican American, Salas said most of
what she has learned during the courses is new to
her, such as the history of Dolores Huerta and her
work alongside Cesar Chavez in civil rights and
farmworkers’ rights.  
“I never learned any of this in high school. I
never learned any of my history or culture prior to
taking these classes,” Salas said. “I’m glad I have
these classes to open up my eyes.” ■

Certificate 101

I

n addition to the Mexican American
Studies undergraduate certificate,
St. Mary’s University offers numerous
options for those looking to expand the
scope of their studies and skills. Here are
a few recently launched 12-credit-hour
graduate certificates programs.
• The Graduate Certificate in
Digital Communication covers
digital analysis — which uses
data from websites and platforms
to offer a better online experience
— design, production and digital
communications law.
• The Graduate Certificate in
Educational Leadership helps
educators in secondary schools further
their careers by covering topics such
as educational advances, preparation
for public hearings with school boards,
and instructional supervision and
evaluation. This certificate could be
used to help private school educators
step into an administrative role.
• The Graduate Certificate in Theology
covers the history of scriptural
interpretation, the development of
Christian teachings, and practical
aspects of Catholic social teachings
and ethics.
• The Graduate Certificate in
Biblical Studies provides a foundation
in how to read the Bible through
an academic understanding.
It guides learning about different
interpretations and how to read
them in biblical literature.
Explore certificate offerings online at
www.stmarytx.edu/academics/programs.

St. Mary’s University puts its all into a seven-year
climate effort
by Nathaniel Miller

O

n Earth Day 2022, the sun dappled light through
the swaying tree canopy, shading a crowd of
St. Mary’s University faculty, staff and students …
and a few eager ants.

While nature carried on indifferent to the day’s gathering, the
human listeners settled in at the Quad Amphitheater to join the
University’s inaugural Gold and Blue Go Green Earth Day event
on April 22.
The celebration marked the first time much of the campus
community would learn of the University’s seven-year
commitment to “care for our common home,” in the words of
Pope Francis.

For the crowd of about 100, keynote speaker Vincent Miller,
Ph.D., illuminated the importance of Pope Francis’ encyclical,
Laudato Si’, on Care for Our Common Home, calling it a moral and
intellectual document.
As the Gudolf Chair in Catholic Theology and Culture at
Ohio’s University of Dayton, Miller talked about how Francis
called for environmental action and for humankind to change its
relationship with Earth.
For some, it may have seemed odd to address a religious
document during Earth Day, but Laudato Si’ calls on Catholics,
people of faith and institutions to see the moral and theological
reasons for environmentalism.

St. Mary’s University’s leaders heard that call. The University
became the first in Texas, among a global cohort, to join a sevenyear action plan launched in November 2021. The University’s
Laudato Si’ committee continues identifying ways to implement
sustainability measures.
14
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“As one of 133 universities around the world that have
committed to Pope Francis’ seven-year journey toward
integral ecology, we join his sacred call to be good stewards
of nature and help heal the Earth,” said St. Mary’s
University President Thomas M. Mengler, J.D.
Published in 2015, Laudato Si’, which translates to “praise
be to you,” highlighted the climate change crisis and warned
of “unprecedented destruction of ecosystems, with serious
consequences for all of us” should we delay immediate action.
In the document, Francis avoids political debate, instead
laying out seven areas of focus:
• Response to the cry of the Earth
• Response to the cry of the poor
• Ecological economics

• Adoption of sustainable lifestyles
• Ecological education

• Ecological spirituality

• Community resilience and empowerment
How to work and achieve goals in these areas is up to
each individual and institution.
It’s not just the Vatican calling for change. In a 2022
report, the United Nations declared the Earth would be
uninhabitable unless action is taken to not only limit global
warming to 1.5 degrees Celsius annually, but to also reach
net-zero carbon dioxide emissions by 2050.
During the Earth Day event at St. Mary’s, Miller quoted
the Founder of the Marianist Order Blessed William Joseph
Chaminade when he said, “no longer could nor would the
old methods satisfactorily solve present problems.”

Photos by Josh Huskin

We are committed to having a plan to share
with the University and the other Laudato Si’
universities by December 2022.
— Allison Gray, Ph.D., Interim Beirne Director
of the Center of Catholic Studies
To reach short-term and long-term goals, the University
is reviewing different approaches, while also embracing the
spiritual side of Francis’ message — even beyond the
seven-year initial framework.
“This is the St. Mary’s way of trying to respond to the
Pope’s challenge for us to be not just individuals, but also
to be an institution that supports being good stewards of
our Earth so there will be a future generation of St. Mary’s
students,” said the Rev. John Thompson, S.M., Ed.D.,
Vice President for Mission.

Adopting Campus Goals
Even before this latest commitment to ecological change,
St. Mary’s University began taking steps to become more
ecologically conscious.
Staff members have swapped light bulbs on campus
for lower-energy options. They have adjusted weekend
temperatures on thermostats to use less power. They’ve
installed fillable water stations to reduce plastic bottle use
with plans to add more across campus.
Students, faculty, staff and alumni volunteer in the
community during the biannual Continuing the Heritage
Day of Service. Continuing the Heritage, which celebrated
its 25th anniversary in August, includes projects to clean
and maintain green spaces and community gardens.
St. Mary’s also built a rainwater harvesting system
between the Garni Science Hall and the Moody Life
Sciences Center. The 5,050-gallon tank collects rainwater to
irrigate nearby landscaping.
Future short-term goals include installing motion sensors
to automatically shut off lights and phasing out single-use
cups at campus dining facilities. Long-term goals include
planting more trees and adding carports with solar panels to
harvest energy.

Continued on next page

Continued from page 15

We need to work together as a planet to
minimize these impacts.
— Evelyn Mitchell, Ph.D., Professor
of Environmental Science
Another goal is to add a second fair-trade sale in the
spring semester in addition to the fall event. The fair-trade
movement helps producers in developing countries work in
safe conditions, improve their lives and earn money to invest
in their communities.
The St. Mary’s Board of Trustees, looking to expand
financial investments in socially responsible companies,
approved the addition of an ESG fund, which stands for
Environmental, Social and Governance, to its endowment.
This allows for the reallocation of $3 million of existing
funds to companies that practice environmental and
social impacts on their business decisions.
Discussions will continue in Fall 2022 between Mengler,
the Center for Catholic Studies and the newly created
Laudato Si’ Action Plan Development Committee composed
of faculty, staff, administrators and students. These
discussions, taking feedback from the Earth Day event and
the goals of Laudato Si’, will create a blueprint for years two
through seven of the St. Mary’s commitment.
Associate Professor of Environmental Science David
Turner, Ph.D., chair of the new committee, said the goal is
to develop a roadmap identifying ways to advance each of the
seven steps that are not just achievable, but also measurable.
“This long-term commitment is a key step in becoming a
more sustainable University, something that I believe more
and more students are looking for when deciding where to go
to school,” Turner said.
Allison Gray, Ph.D., Interim Beirne Director for the
Center of Catholic Studies and Associate Professor of
Theology and Greek, will serve as an ex officio member on
the committee. She hopes to present a plan by the end
of the year.
“We are committed to having a plan to share with
the University and the other Laudato Si’ universities by
December 2022,” Gray said.
Evelynn Mitchell, Ph.D., Professor of Environmental
Science, said St. Mary’s is off to a strong start, but more
people will have to get involved to increase the impact.
Without large, immediate change, she added, extreme
weather will become more common. Think longer stretches
of 100-degree weather or snowstorms like Winter Storm Uri
in 2021, which killed hundreds in Texas.
“We need to work together as a planet to minimize
these impacts,” Mitchell said. “Because if we keep
burning fossil fuels as quickly as we can, we’re going
to continue seeing these weather events increase.”
Andrew Brei, Ph.D., Associate Professor
of Philosophy, who helped plan the Earth Day 2022 event,
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said it’s easy to get overwhelmed when first
getting involved because the sense of urgency
and the changes needed to reach each goal can
seem like a massive undertaking.
However, he added, breaking down each
goal and encouraging everyone to do their
part makes the actions easier to digest and
encourages people to get involved.
“There’s something really motivating and humbling
about understanding your role and your contribution
to a much larger situation,” Brei said.
Continued on page 18

SEVEN
PATHWAYS

In his encyclical Laudato Si’, On Care for Our Common Home,
Pope Francis declared seven areas of focus in his call for environmental
action to protect the Earth. Each goal can seem like a large undertaking,
so no one person is expected to respond to every area. However,
everyone is encouraged to do something.

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Response to the cry of the Earth

Help the Earth by focusing on climate change, biodiversity loss
and ecological sustainability. Actions include adopting and using
renewable energy sources, such as wind and solar power; or finding
ways to reduce your carbon footprint or trash production.

Response to the cry of the poor

Take care of the most vulnerable, such as indigenous communities,
migrants and children at risk of slavery. Strive to view each other
as equals, without national or social boundaries. Offer physical or
monetary assistance as you are able.

Ecological economics

Acknowledge that the economy is not only part of human society,
but also affects the planet. Actions include growing an edible
garden, finding ways to offset fossil fuel use or participating in
fair-trade markets.

Adoption of sustainable lifestyles

Adjust your life to promote sustainability and reasonable use of
resources and energy. Actions include adopting more plant-based
foods and reducing meat intake, using public transportation,
walking, cycling and avoiding single-use items like plastic cups.

Ecological education

Urge institutions to rethink and redesign curricula to foster
ecological awareness and transformative action. This area of focus
pushes humans to rethink their relationship with the environment.
Find ways to strive for an inclusive, quality education for all;
achieve gender equality; and promote peaceful, inclusive societies.

Ecological spirituality

Transform hearts and minds toward discovering God in all
things. Explore your contact with the natural world, and help
develop ecological catechesis or retreats to share information
about environmentalism.

Community resilience and empowerment
Engage in community dialogue. To become involved in the
St. Mary’s effort, email Allison Gray, Ph.D., at
agray7@stmarytx.edu.
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The Earth cares for us. The Earth sustains us,
and we sustain the Earth.
— Xavier Montecel, Ph.D., Assistant Professor of
Catholic Theological and Social Ethics

Guiding Through
Spirituality
According to the Book of Genesis — after the creation
of Heaven, Earth and the animals — man was created
and given dominion over the animals on land and sea.
Some have interpreted “dominion” as humanity
exerting total control of the Earth. However, Pope
Francis stated the relationship between man and Earth
needs to be re-evaluated to see the seven goals as a
theological undertaking.
Xavier Montecel, Ph.D., Assistant Professor of Catholic
Theological and Social Ethics and a recent addition to
St. Mary’s, said Francis called the relationship a stewardship,
one in which humans and the Earth care for each other
mutually as opposed to humans seeing the planet as full of
infinite resources.
“The Earth cares for us,” Montecel said. “The Earth
sustains us, and we sustain the Earth.”
In addition to Genesis, Montecel said examples of
environmentalism can also be found in other books,
such as Epistle to the Romans, the Book of Job and the
Book of Isaiah. Agreeing with Montecel’s examples of
environmentalism in the Bible, Thompson added people
tend to focus more on God’s message about love and
forgiveness while forgetting how pleased he was after
creating the world.
“It’s always been part of our history, part of our culture
and, particularly for Catholics, our starting point in
theology,” Thompson said. “It’s always started with the
good of creation.”
But even if someone agrees with the theological issues
of environmentalism, changing how someone lives their life
is not easy. Montecel said Laudato Si’ aims to put a human
element to environmental issues.
Using the response to the cry of the poor as an example,
Montecel said rising sea levels would cause lower-income
people to suffer as they are less able to move out of
unlivable areas.
Francis’ encyclical calls us to recognize the importance
of environmental undertakings when practicing faith.
“Climate change is a moral crisis. It requires a moral
response,” Montecel said. “That’s what Francis tries to
communicate to us through his work.”
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This is something I care about. I feel
driven to improve the environment.
— Alvaro Garza, Finance and
Risk Management major

Empowering Students
Alvaro Garza loves the outdoors.
The sophomore Finance and Risk Management major
said he grew up camping, hiking and fishing — hobbies he
still enjoys when time permits. He feels at home in places
like Canyon Lake, Government Canyon State Natural Area
and Natural Bridge Caverns.
President of the Environment, Conservation and
Outreach (ECO) Club and a speaker at the Earth Day event,
Garza said if action is not taken to protect the planet, those
areas he loves may not be around for future generations.
“This is something I care about,” he said. “I feel driven to
improve the environment.”
For many, the seven-year journey is about keeping the
planet habitable for future generations. But students also said
the initiative brings them together as a community and will
build something that will outlast them.
The success of the initiative will be shared between
students committing to the seven-year pathway and
University officials listening to feedback and pushing for
meaningful alterations, both Thompson and Brei said.
Once the initial seven years have passed, it will be up
to the University and its community to maintain those
accomplishments. Environmental stewardship must continue
to be on people’s minds.
“As an entire campus, we need to keep our feet to the
fire,” Brei said. “Events like Earth Day are good because they
are visible. But we have to keep it in front of people.”
During the Gold and Blue Go Green Earth Day kick-off
event, students divided off into seven groups — one for each
goal — to brainstorm ways to reach these goals.
Allison De La Houssaye, a senior Environmental Science
major and a member of the ECO Club, wants to involve
commuter students in campus-affiliated groups and events
such as Earth Day. In her experience, she said, students who
commute are less likely to get involved in campus-based
activities, which she’d like to change.
De La Houssaye said she wants to see more students of
other majors take environmental science courses to have a
better understanding of the Earth and the importance of its
ecosystems.
“We need to start by getting people to know there are so
many things happening on campus and ways to be involved,”
she said.
Kelsey Ann Chorath, a junior Mathematics major, said
taking part in the University’s initiative allows her to be part
of something bigger than herself.

Chorath does not know what success will look like. She
envisions everything from a grove of new trees on campus to
environmentally friendly technology in existing and future
classrooms.
However that success takes shape, Chorath said
she must try to help make Earth — and St. Mary’s — a
better place.
“I’d like to be able to come back and look around and say,
‘I was able to help make that happen,’” she said. ■
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STUNT Head Coach
Jordan Wait-Parker poses in front
of student-athletes showcasing a front
hurdle jump during their first team practice.

in the

UP AIR
STUNT program hurdles its way into Rattler Athletics varsity
sports portfolio
by Allie Ann Grijalva (B.A. ’21)
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T

oe touches, back tucks and high-air basket tosses
signaled the very first practice this summer by
recruits to St. Mary’s University’s newest varsity
sport — STUNT.
STUNT is a four-quarter game version of competitive
cheerleading. The first three quarters focus on a specific
element of competitive cheerleading, said new STUNT
Head Coach Jordan Wait-Parker. Teams reserve the last
quarter for a routine showcasing all skills — partner stunts,
jumps and tumbling, pyramids and tosses.
For Wait-Parker, coaching is more than a passion — it’s
a way to carry on deeply rooted family traditions. She began
coaching at her family’s cheerleading gym in Bloomington,
Illinois, at just 15 years old.
As a competitive cheerleader during her youth, she
followed in her grandmother’s, mother’s and aunts’ footsteps.
While competing in STUNT as a student-athlete at
Davenport University in Michigan, she fell in love with
STUNT and how it nurtures team camaraderie.
“The team culture I want to bring to campus is one
of a supportive, family atmosphere,” she said. “I want to
showcase my athletes in the best possible way.”
Each game begins with a coin toss, and the winner
decides the skill to showcase in the first round. Teams
simultaneously compete with pre-set routines. The
winner of each round is awarded a point and selects the
next skill.

With the unpredictable, fast-paced nature of the sport,
team members must prepare for whatever skill they could
be called to demonstrate. Games can last 45 minutes,
much longer than traditional competitive cheerleading’s
two-and-a-half-minute routines.
First-year Communications Studies major and
student-athlete Kailey Carder, a San Antonio native,
grew up competing in cheerleading competitions hosted
in the Alumni Athletics & Convocation Center’s Bill
Greehey Arena. Carder said having the opportunity to
compete in the same space as a collegiate athlete feels
like a full-circle moment.
Wait-Parker also recruited Californian Riley Smith, a
first-year Forensic Science major on the team.
“There’s a special type of energy that you can feel on
campus,” Smith said about her first impressions. “Everyone
wants to be here and is very selfless.”
Wait-Parker said she admires the opportunities that the
University provides to students.
“Whether you are looking for academics or athletics, your
opportunities are limitless,” Wait-Parker said. “There is a lot
of support for people who want to break ceilings.” ■
To watch a video of the STUNT team during their first
practice, visit stmarytx.edu/magazine.
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This became my second home when I realized that
I didn’t have to be scared to be myself.

Photo by Danny Batista

From left, Victoria Van Winkle, Mary Nguyen and Lloyd Van Winkle visit the Albert
B. Alkek Business Building, where Victoria Van Winkle studies Business Management.
Victoria and Lloyd Van Winkle wear lapel pins in support of Ukraine.

IN THE

FAMILY SPIRIT
Student finds new home with alumni and on campus
by Isaiah Alonzo

V

ictoria Van Winkle never saw herself as
college material.
“Never did I think that I would become
a student and pursue my education to figure out who
I am, what I like to do and what I wanted to do
with the rest of my life,” said the now-thriving
St. Mary’s University sophomore majoring in
Business Management.
When Van Winkle was 12 years old, her birth
mother, Rachel Herrera, was diagnosed with cervical
cancer. Van Winkle spent much of her teenage years
looking after her younger siblings and in hospitals
with her mother. She didn’t have much time to study
or think about her future — until she met Lloyd Van
Winkle, M.D. (B.A. ’76).
Lloyd Van Winkle, a family physician, was initially
one of Herrera’s doctors and developed a parental bond
with Victoria Van Winkle over time.
When Herrera died in 2018, Victoria Van Winkle
had a bleak outlook on her future.
“It caused me to not believe in myself anymore,” she
said. “I knew I had a name and a face, but I didn’t know
who I was, what I liked to do or who I could become.”
That’s when Lloyd Van Winkle and his wife,
Mary Nguyen, M.D. (B.A. ’92), also a family physician,
decided they had an opportunity to give her a
second chance.
“When you see a person with that kind of potential
who has the rug of life pulled out from under them, you
can either stand there and watch them fall down, or you
can go there and put your arm around them and say,
‘You’re not gonna go nowhere,’” Lloyd Van Winkle said.
Later that year, the couple adopted then-18-yearold Victoria Van Winkle and welcomed her into their
family. Her siblings found a home of their own with
another relative.
When the time came for Victoria Van Winkle to
attend college, she wanted to follow in the footsteps of
her adoptive parents, both proud St. Mary’s alumni. But
because she didn’t have much time in her teenage years

to focus on school, Victoria Van Winkle didn’t think
she could succeed at the University.
Her adoptive parents brought her to campus to give
her an idea of what to expect. She felt more at ease after
visiting because she felt like she could connect with her
professors personally.
“She’s an extremely intelligent young lady, and she
just needed somebody to show her that part of herself,”
Nguyen said. “I never doubted for a second that she
would shine here.”
Victoria Van Winkle’s adoptive parents weren’t the
only ones who saw her potential.
Associate Professor of Philosophy J. Colin
McQuillan, Ph.D., taught two of her first-year courses
and noticed her strong work ethic.
“Victoria is one of the most determined and
persistent students I’ve ever taught at St. Mary’s or any
other university,” McQuillan said. “It was very clear
to me through the work that she did that she’s just
exceptionally determined to succeed.”
Now a confident sophomore, Victoria Van Winkle
said she has not only learned academically, but also
spiritually and emotionally — especially in experiencing
the power of the Marianist spirit.
“The thing that stood out to me the most about
the Marianist community is just that it’s a family,”
Victoria Van Winkle said. “We’re here to better our
communities and society and also to encourage other
classmates. I really do enjoy that part of
this University.”
Thanks to Victoria Van Winkle’s adoptive parents
and their St. Mary’s connection, she not only found one
new home — she found two.
“This became my second home when I realized that
I didn’t have to be scared to be myself,” she said. “I
didn’t have to be scared to ask questions. I didn’t have
to think that someone would judge me because I didn’t
know something. It’s home in the sense that it gives
me a safe place.” ■

To watch a video of the Van Winkle family discussing
their journey, visit stmarytx.edu/magazine.
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Dominating the
Cyber Defense Domain
St. Mary’s program nets prestigious designation from NSA and DHS

Photo by Robin Jerstad

by Nathaniel Miller

From left, Sirisha Parimi and Arman Balubhai Polra participate in a class
for the Master of Science in Cybersecurity program.

B

eing recognized as a National Center
for Academic Excellence in Cyber
Defense is more than securing a
prominent designation for St. Mary’s
University — it also guarantees for students
that their program is recognized by the
federal government.
Awarded by the National Security
Agency and the Department of Homeland
Security, the St. Mary’s Master of Science
in Cybersecurity is the first in San Antonio
to obtain the recognition for its
master’s program.
“Graduates of a program designated by
the NSA and DHS must know specific
sets of knowledge and must have hands-on
lab experience in some areas,” said Ayad
Barsoum, Ph.D., Associate Professor of
Computer Science and Graduate Program
Director of Cybersecurity.
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After a multi-year process, the
agencies apply the designation to validate
institutions with a comprehensive and
robust cybersecurity program. To receive
the institution-wide designation, St. Mary’s
demonstrated having a cybersecurity
program with full-time faculty contributing
research and working collaboratively across
disciplines; enrolling students who master
specific sets of knowledge, gain real-world
experience and participate in extracurricular
cybersecurity challenges; creating cooperative
agreements to accept students from two-year
institutions; and implementing a universitywide security plan that includes training for
all employees.
“Receiving this elite designation from
NSA and DHS will open doors for the
students and graduates of St. Mary’s
University in this high-growth industry,” said
Ian Martines, Ph.D., Interim Dean of

the School of Science, Engineering
and Technology.
Cybersecurity experts are in demand,
with a global shortage of 2.72 million
cybersecurity professionals, according to the
(ISC)² 2021 Cybersecurity Workforce Study.
The U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics expects
the job outlook for an information security
analyst to increase by 33% between 2020 and
2030. The median annual pay for this role
was $103,590 in 2020.
Gary Bevans, a graduate student in the
program, said his career goal is to become
a cybersecurity analyst and that having
national agencies validate the master’s degree
is an important designation.
“It’s a huge thing for the NSA to give
that stamp of approval,” Bevans said. “It’s
going to help the program move forward in
positive ways.” ■

EARING UP
Athletics uses new technology to improve performance
by Mitch Mason

In the Golf program, Head Coach Thomas
Kearney and his players use indoor state-ofthe-art launch monitors to understand how
players are striking the ball. These monitors
not only allow players to practice during
inclement weather, but they also help the
teams understand the physics behind the
ball’s movement while in the air.
“These systems allow us to structure our
practices using data like spin-rate, smash
factor and angle of attack,” Kearney said.
“We can also analyze the relationship
between club path and club face, which
allows us to maximize our time and,
ultimately, our performance.”
The Volleyball team has installed a system
called VolleyMetrics to help film and analyze
their matches.

The system allows Head Coach Laura
Ulrich to evaluate her team’s performance
and provides a platform to share film
with other coaches.
“The system is really helpful,” Ulrich
said. “It allows us to watch and evaluate our
games. We have film study sessions with
our players weekly. The system also allows
us to swap film with other coaches, scout
our opponents or see how teams play at the
Division I level.” ■

Rattler Golf player Rebecca Reed, a senior
Marketing major, takes a swing using
technology to analyze performance.

Photo by Robin Jerstad

U

pping physical training. Tinkering
with form. Analyzing performance.
St. Mary’s University studentathletes — especially in Soccer, Golf
and Volleyball — are accessing the latest
technology to improve their game, which
was made possible partly by donations to
Rattler Athletics.
For instance, Men’s Soccer uses Titan
body sensors to collect and chart biometric
data during practices and games.
“This gives us the best information
possible to keep players free from
overworking, meaning we can avoid an
increase in injuries,” said Men’s Soccer Head
Coach Johnny Clifford.
Soccer monitors different data for player
performance, such as effort exerted measured
by heart rate, distance covered and how many
sprints a player takes over time. All of this
information contributes to the molding of a
game plan by Clifford and his staff.

Seasoned faculty, new equipment take
the Forensic Science program to the
next level
by Isaiah Alonzo

F

orensic Science isn’t just dusting for prints and
solving crime. With the help of a
multimillion-dollar grant, updated equipment
and new professors, the Forensic Science program at
St. Mary’s University gives students specialized knowledge
in identifying and analyzing physical evidence needed
to succeed in their careers.
A $5.3 million grant in 2015 enabled the University
to enhance the Forensic Science program, making
the courses more diverse and competitive with other
universities. David Turner, Ph.D., the Associate Professor
of Environmental Science who oversaw the grant, said his
first step was hiring dedicated faculty members.
Assistant Professor of Biological Sciences and Forensic
Science Specialist Jennifer Harr, Ph.D., who leads the
Forensic Science program in the School of Science,
Engineering and Technology, was hired in 2019 to
continue expanding the program and sharing with students
her research background and love for science.
For instance, she’s launched a new Forensic
Biotechnology course in which her students learn methods
to analyze biological evidence encountered at crime scenes,
such as isolating DNA from fingerprints.

Assistant Professor of Biological Sciences Jennifer Harr, Ph.D.
prepares to lead her Forensic Biotechnology lab in the Moody Life
Sciences building.
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The re-vamp has already made a difference for
students in the program, such as Savannah Berger,
a senior majoring in Forensic Science with the
Chemistry option.
“The interaction you’re able to get with your
professor and your classmates is more in-depth
and meaningful because we are in small groups,”
Berger said. “I spend so much time with Professor
Harr. She’s really gotten to know me and, with
the biotechnology course being so new, she has
incorporated some things in the teaching that she
knows we would be interested in.”
In the Forensic Biotechnology Course, Berger is
learning the foundations she’ll take into her career,
for instance, how to isolate DNA from different
sources to determine the species using human, cat
and dog hair.
“I want to go into genetics. So the field and
the technology of DNA that we’re learning is not
only applicable to the field of forensics, but also
in clinical and laboratory settings,” Berger said.
“I’ve really enjoyed that class and being able to see
the depth, power and growth of DNA technology
because it is so new.” ■

Photos by Vincent Gonzalez

“By training, I’m a geneticist; I study epigenetics
and how each of our cells has its certain fate,”
Harr said. “Since I was an undergrad, I was always
working in a chemistry lab. I have always been
interested in hands-on research.”
Along her educational journey, Harr discovered
her love of teaching. She took that love and merged
it with her background in genetics.
“I knew I wanted to be a scientist early on, but I
also learned I like working with students,” she said.
“I was really thinking, ‘How can I apply what I’m
doing to spark interest in students?’”
Since joining the University, Harr and other
faculty members have used the grant funds to
bring in new, cutting-edge equipment like an
Anatomage table (a digital cadaver that students
can analyze on a screen resembling a giant iPad),
a DNA sequencer (a machine that helps with
analyzing genetics of individuals, organisms, etc.)
and more.
“These students are getting to use equipment
that is unparalleled compared to other
universities,” Harr said. “The students would
usually only come across them when they’re in the
lab later, but we give them that training during
their undergraduate studies.”

From left, Savannah Berger, Cheyenne Cannon, Heather Mann and Angelene Ponce examine evidence
from a mock crime scene during their Forensic Biotechnology lab.
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SCULPTING
SAN ANTONIO
Art professor makes her mark across the city
with large-scale mosaics
by Brooke Blanton Leith

Adjunct Professor of Art Twyla Arthur
visits the mosaic fountain located in
downtown San Antonio, which she
designed and sculpted in 2002.
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rom the Blue Star Art Complex to
McAllister Park, Houston Street to
St. Mary’s University — the public art
created by Adjunct Professor Twyla Arthur has
infused beauty into spots across San Antonio.
“Public art humanizes spaces,” Arthur
said. “It can add humor, be functional or just
provide a visual element.”
As a sculptor and mosaic artist, Arthur’s
public artworks in San Antonio include a
13-foot-wide and 8-foot-high fountain across
the street from the Majestic Theatre made
with ceramic tile, river rocks and glass. She
also crafted a shade structure at the City of
San Antonio’s Northwest Service Center from
a 1955 Oldsmobile Rocket 88 (Picture No. 1)
and a 350-square-foot mosaic trailhead marker
at Eisenhower Park in the theme of a flowing
stream (Picture No. 2).
Her largest piece to date is a 1,000-squarefoot travertine mosaic floor inset in the lobby
of the Palmer Events Center in Austin.
Arthur’s work can also be found in the San
Francisco Bay Area, including several pieces at
the University of California, Berkeley.
For Arthur, who joined St. Mary’s in 2015
and teaches Sculpture and 3D Concepts,
public art is a unique endeavor requiring a high
level of problem-solving.
“Not only do you have to have the idea and
figure out how you’re going to make it, but you
also need to put it all together with a budget
and a schedule,” she said. “You don’t always
have 100% control.”

Another medium Arthur is passionate about
is assemblage — a three-dimensional collage
made with found objects otherwise overlooked,
such as gears and scraps of metal (Picture
No. 3). In one, titled Death in the Afternoon in a
nod to the book by Ernest Hemingway, a bull
has slain a bullfighter. A church stands behind
them, topped with a cross pendant Arthur
found while walking her dog.
In another, a bent piece of metal transforms
into a dove when placed in the sky.
“What I love about assemblage is giving
items a context,” she said. “Suddenly, they
become something else.”
Junior Art Education major Kasha Casiano
took Arthur’s 3D Concepts in Fall 2021 and
appreciated the opportunity to think outside
the box and use creative liberty.
“She has a box of materials like marbles
and wood pieces for us to use in our
sculptures,” Casiano said. “She even has a
dart that she found.”
Anabelle Rabago, a junior Management
major, signed up for Arthur’s class solely to
fulfill her art credit, but was surprised by how
much the class affected her.
“My other classes are so stressful, so being
able to take time and make art is amazing,”
Rabago said. “She’s bringing the creativity
back out of me.” ■

2

3

View more sculpture photos at bit.ly/arthur-art.
1. High Ride at the City of
San Antonio NW Service Center
2. Detail from the Eisenhower Park
Trailhead mosaic
3. An assemblage piece made from
found objects collected by Arthu
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St. Mary’s University
featured on Amazon
Prime’s The College Tour
by Nathaniel Miller

Photos by Darren Shiverdecker

The Amazon Prime series, The College Tour, has brought
St. Mary’s University to the attention of college-searching students
and their parents across the country.
The St. Mary’s episode premiered in August on Amazon Prime
and is available online.
Students of various majors and backgrounds participated in the
filming and production process. Created and hosted by Alex Boylan,
the purpose of the show is to give potential students more insight
into different campuses and universities around the country.
“I just felt like this is the perfect television format and that higher
education needed its own TV series,” said Boylan, whose television
career soared after winning season two of The Amazing Race.
Among those featured, Savannah Palmer was still a high school
student when she decided she wanted to go somewhere nearby
to continue her studies. Palmer, now a junior majoring in Music
Education, described St. Mary’s as “the most inclusive campus,
which made me feel the most welcomed.”
Also appearing in the program, Tromance Washington (B.S. ’22)
came to St. Mary’s to help him achieve his goals.
With plans to pursue a degree in Engineering Management,
the 11-to-1 student-to-faculty ratio was one of the main reasons
Washington applied.
Because of his experiences at St. Mary’s, Washington wanted
to tell as many people as he could about what the University has
to offer.
“This is where it starts,” he said. “St. Mary’s will help you
position yourself to learn those skills.” ■
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